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In the course of a single life, a man can be many things: a beloved child in a brightly embroidered gown, a street tough with a band of knifemen walking at his side, lover to a beautiful girl, husband to an honest woman, father to a child, grain sweeper in a brewery, widower, musician, and mendicant coughing his lungs up outside the city walls. The only thing they have in common is that they are the same man.

These are the mysteries, and there is a beauty in them. In this way, Kithamar is a beautiful city.

All through its streets, Kithamar shows the signs and remnants of the cities that the city has been. Walls that defended the border of a younger town stand a dumbfounded, useless guard between the noble compounds of Green Hill and the fountain square at Stonemarket. The great battlements of Oldgate glower out over the river, its arrow-slits and murder holes used for candle niches now, and the enemy races who stormed or manned it sleep side by side in its armories because the rents are cheap. The six-bridged Khahon was the border between a great Hansch kingdom and savage near-nomad Inlisc to hear it one way, or the first place that the frightened, violent, sharp-faced Hansch had come from the west if you told the story from the other bank. Now the river is the heart of the city, dividing and uniting it.

The ancient races killed one another and swore eternal hatred, only to bury their enmity and pretend to be a single people, citizens of one city. Kithamar has declared itself the subject of the one true god. Or the three. Or the numberless. For three hundred years and longer, it has been a free city, independent and proud and ruled by princes of its own rather than any distant king.

Only today, its prince is dead.

The reign of Byrn a Sal had been brief.

Less than a year before, the streets had filled with revelers and wine, music and joy, and more than a little imprudent sex to celebrate the great man’s coronation. The months between then and now were turbulent, marked by ill omens and violence. A winter of troubled sleep.

Now, as the first light of the coming dawn touches the highest reaches of the palace towering at the top of its hill, the red gates open on his funeral procession. Two old women dressed in rags step out and strike drums. Black, blindered horses follow, their steps echoing against the stone. And all along the route, the men and women and children who are Kithamar wait.

They have been there since nightfall, some of them. They love the spectacle of death and the performance of grief. And, though few of them say the words aloud, they hope that the season of darkness will end and something new begin. Only a few of them ask their questions aloud: How did it happen? Was it illness or accident, murder or the vengeance of God?

How did Byrn a Sal die?

The black lacquered cart passes among the gardens and mansions of Green Hill. The heads of the high families stand at their entrances as if ready to make the dead man welcome if he should stand up. Servants and children and ill-dignified cousins gawk from the bushes and corners. Only the burned-out shell of the Daris Brotherhood ignores the funeral. And then the body passes into the city proper, heading first for Stonemarket and then south through the soot-dark streets of the Smoke.

Those lucky enough to have buildings along the route have rented space at their windows and on their roofs. As the death cart shifts and judders across the cobblestones, people jockey to look at the corpse: a little less than six feet of iron-stinking clay that had been a man. Behind the cart follow the highest dignified of the city.

The dead man’s daughter—soon prince herself—Elaine a Sal, rides behind her father in a dark litter. She wears rags, but also a silver torc. Her chin is lifted, and her face is expressionless. The eyes of the city drink her in, trying to find some sign in the angle of her spine or the dryness of her eyes to tell whether she’s a girl hardly old enough to be called woman drowning in shock and despair, or else a murderess and patricide struggling to contain her triumph.

Either way, she will rule the city tomorrow, and all these same people will dance at her coronation.

Behind her, the favored of the old prince walk. Mikah Ell, the palace historian, in an ash-streaked robe. Old Karsen’s son, Halev, who had been Byrn a Sal’s confidant and advisor. Samal Kint, the head of the palace guard, carrying a blunted sword. Then more, all wearing grey, all with ashes on their hands. When they reach the bridge at the edge of the Smoke—yellow stone and black mortar—they stop. A priest walks out to meet them, chanting and shaking a censer of sweet incense. They perform the rites of protection to keep the river from washing away the dead man’s soul. Everyone knows that water is hungry.

The rite complete, the funeral procession passes through the wider streets of Seepwater, past the brewers’ houses and canals where the flatboats stand bow to stern, so thick that a girl could have walked from one side of the canal to the other and not gotten her hem wet. Midday comes, the early summer sun making its arc more slowly than it did a few weeks before, and the cart is only just turning northeast to make its way along the dividing line between Riverport and Newmarket. Flies as fat as thumbnails buzz around the cart, and the horses slap at them with their tails. Wherever the funeral procession is, the crowd thickens, only to evaporate when it has passed. Once the last of the honor guard rounds the corner, leaving Seepwater behind, the brewers’ houses reopen, the iron grates on their sides start accepting wagers again. Delivery men spin barrels down the streets on their edges with the practiced skill of jugglers.

It is almost sunset before the funeral procession reaches the Temple. The bloody western skyline is interrupted by the black hill of the palace. The colored windows of the Temple glow. Full dark takes the streets like spilling ink before the last song echoes in the heights above the great altar and the body of Byrn a Sal, purified by the mourning of his subjects and the prayers of his priesthood, comes out to the pyre. His daughter should light the oil-stinking wood, but she stays still until young Karsen, her father’s friend, comes and takes the torch from her hand.

The term for the night between the funeral of the old prince and the coronation of the new one is gautanna. It is an ancient Inlisc word that means, roughly, the pause at the top of a breath when the lungs are most full. Literally, it translates as the moment of hollowness.

For one night, Kithamar is a city between worlds and between ages. It falls out of its own history, at once the end of something and the beginning of something else. The skeptical among the citizens—and Kithamar has more than its share of the amiably godless—call it tradition and merely a story that says something about the character of the city, its hopes and aspirations, the fears and uncertainties that come in moments of change. That may be true, but there is something profound and eerie about the streets. The rush of the river seems to have words in it. The small magics of Kithamar go as quiet as mice scenting a cat. The clatter of horseshoes against stone echoes differently. The city guard in their blue cloaks make their rounds quietly, or decide that for one night they might as well not make them at all.

Outside the city, the southern track where by daylight teams of oxen haul boats against the current is quiet and deserted apart from one lone, bearded man. He sits at the base of a white birch, his back against the bark. The small glass bead in his hand would be red if there were light enough to see it.

In a thin-walled bedroom above a tailor’s shop in Riverport, a young man lies alone on a mattress. His right hand is bandaged, and the wound beneath the cloth throbs. He watches the moon rise over the rooftops, listening with his heart in his throat for footsteps on the creaking floorboards outside his door.

Under the northernmost of Oldgate’s four bridges, a girl sits, listening to the water. She has a round face, gently curling hair, and a knife held in her fist. She is waiting for a meeting that she dreads as much as she longs for it.

Her name is Alys.




PART ONE

HARVEST

Kithamar is an unforgiving city. The common wisdom states that it was founded on hatred, but this is a misunderstanding. In truth, it was founded on hunger, and there are many kinds of hunger at its heart.

—From the secret journal of
Ulris Kaon, court historian of
Prince Daos a Sal

Years ago, before Prince Byrn a Sal’s rise to the city throne and all that came after, Alys had been a young child and her older and only brother Darro left their mother’s house for the last time and in anger.

Mother had discovered that Darro and some of his friends had been robbing warehouses in Seepwater, hauling whatever they found up to a trader in Riverport, and spending the silver and bronze they got on wine. Alys wasn’t sure whether it was the theft that enraged their mother or that he hadn’t brought a share of the money home. Maybe her mother didn’t know either.

Alys had tried to stay small enough to go unnoticed while they shouted at each other. She remembered Darro screaming I don’t eat anyone’s shit and her mother yelling back They will kill you if you don’t.

In the end, Darro took a satchel and a club and the pair of good boots that he and their mother usually traded off using depending on who’d be walking farthest, and he left. Mother threw herself on the cot, scowling and weeping. When her attention finally wandered to Alys, she shook her head.

“Your brother has a good heart, but he’s drunk on himself. Don’t be like him,” she said, and pointed at Alys with crossed fingers like the street-corner blessing men did to ward off evil. “Don’t you be like him.”

Alys nodded her little head and swore she wouldn’t. She even meant it for a while.

It was the coronation day of Byrn a Sal, the new prince of the city, and the beginning, though no one knew it yet, of his death.

The pull that Alys’s little crew had going was one of the oldest. Usually it took four: a flea, a cutter, a fish, and a walk-away. It could be done without a fish, and even the walk-away wasn’t necessary, though going without raised the risk of being caught. The only ones that couldn’t be done without were the flea and the cutter, and the cutter called the go.

Or usually did.

Orrel was cutter that day because he had a light hand and a sharp knife. Sammish was the walk-away, because she had the kind of face that people forgot as soon as they looked away from her. They didn’t have a fish. Alys was the flea.

The girl Orrel had pointed at was Inlisc in a brightly embroidered blouse, and she was an easy mark. Her smile was drunken, her steps unsteady. The necklace she wore was gold and pearl, and probably worth more than the girl herself. And Alys knew her.

Her name was Kana. She worked for a merchant family in Riverport, and the gold she wore wasn’t hers. If Orrel stole it, the best the girl could hope for was being sent back to Longhill. Whipping was more likely. The bluecloaks of the city guard sewing stones in her skirt and dropping her off a bridge wasn’t out of the question. It was why Orrel chose her. He was the kind that hated anyone who’d done better than himself. Kana was a traitor to Longhill, pretentious and holier-than-thou, lickspittle to the Hansch of Riverport, and he was ready to punish her for her good fortune.

Alys wasn’t.

She said No with her fingers, and Orrel, across the road from her, frowned. He called the go again. He’d keep doing it until she agreed.

Alys walked to the girl. If it ended the day’s pull, it did. Kana’s eyes swam when Alys took her arm, confused but not alarmed. Alys grinned and kissed her on the cheek. With her lips near the girl’s ear, she whispered over the noise of the crowd.

“There are thieves here. They have eyes on that necklace. I don’t know what you were thinking to wear that here, but get out. Now.”

She released Kana, laughed as though they were old friends, and walked away. The last she saw Kana, she had a protective fist around the pearls and alarm in her eyes.

Orrel scowled at her but moved on.

The crowd filled the little plaza where six streets converged. The merchants and porters and boat hands of Riverport mixed with the weavers and leatherworkers and shoemakers of Newmarket. Most of the faces were Hansch, but there were enough Inlisc that Alys and Orrel didn’t stand out. Sammish never stood out anywhere. That was her gift.

Voices rose in song, one melody washing over the other until no one seemed quite sure what notes or words were supposed to come next. A red-cheeked old man, plump as a pig, had a cask of wine at the side of one street, and he was filling any mug or skin that was passed to him. Late summer heat thickened the air. Girls in gaudy dresses thrown together for the occasion or borrowed from some other celebration danced and spun and tried to stay out of the arms of the boys. They didn’t always try very hard.

Orrel was tall and not bad to look at. He danced through the streets with his shirt off, his hands waving along with the rhythm of whatever song seemed loudest. His anger wasn’t gone, but it was hidden. His grin was wide and innocent and considerably more drunken than he actually was. Alys was wearing a loose blouse and a skirt with slits up the sides that looked celebratory, but also left her legs free. She passed through the crowd ahead of Orrel, glancing back every few paces to see if he’d chosen another bird for them to pluck.

The next touch was a Hansch girl who was a little older than Alys, with ruddy cheeks that showed how much wine she’d swallowed. She was spinning in a circle with half a dozen others, their legs weaving a dance as they sang. She wore an armband of leather and silver with an amethyst the size of Alys’s thumbnail at its center. The child of some moneyed family, Alys guessed, not noble but wealthy enough to be careless. Orrel called the go and started moving in without giving Alys time to object. They began their own dance with steps no one saw.

The trick was for the flea and the cutter to seem as though they were borne by the tides of the crowd but still reach their target in the same moment. If they moved too quickly or too straight, someone might notice, and there were guards in the streets. Alys slipped and slid through the press, grinning as though she were having the best day ever. It wasn’t a lie. She loved this part. Orrel swirled and circled, and seemed almost to be veering off toward the east until a knot of young men blocked his way. He made an apology to no one in particular and turned back toward the girl. The knife was small enough to hide with his finger, and only sharp along one edge. Alys didn’t even see it glint.

The flea’s job was to distract, the cutter’s job to take, and the walk-away’s to vanish. Alys reached out and tapped the girl’s right breast sharply. The uninvited and unexpected touch was more immediate than the tug at her arm as Orrel sliced through the armband’s ties. The girl’s lips were caught between confusion and affront. Orrel passed the cut-string armband to the inconspicuous shadow that was Sammish.

The change of hands was smooth and fast, and, most important, none of them looked at each other while it happened. Alys moved on in her previous path, Orrel in his, and Sammish—head down like she was late for something—in a third. It all took less than a heartbeat. They were that good.

If the girl raised an alarm, Orrel would drop his knife and claim innocence. Her lost band wasn’t with him. Alys had done nothing beyond be too familiar, swept up as she was by the spirit of the day. Sammish was already elsewhere, lost in the city. That was the beauty of the pull.

When it was over, there was a moment when the touch realized something precious was gone. They grabbed at their pockets, feeling for the pouch that had been there, or looked around on the stones in case it had only fallen, thinking that whatever was lost might still be recovered. Sometimes they would flush with rage. Sometimes their faces would twist in disbelief. A rare few laughed. Whatever they did, it felt honest, and that honesty fascinated Alys.

She looked back, hoping to see the moment, but the girl only stood still in the crowd, her hand lifted protectively to her breast. Alys willed the Hansch girl to know, but she only looked dazed for a moment before turning back to her friends, and Alys felt a snap of disappointment. The bareness of her arm went unnoticed. She might not realize for hours.

Guards shouted, as unmistakable as angry dogs, and for a panicked breath, Alys thought that someone had seen them. They were caught. But the armed men pushing through the crowd wore red cloaks, not the blue and white of the city. The badges of office at their belts were silver and gold, not bronze.

The palace guard was clearing a path through the crowd. The new prince was passing by.

Byrn a Sal was here.

Ausai a Sal—his uncle—had been prince for all of Alys’s life, but now he had been put in the past like a leaf on the river. The new prince wasn’t a young man, but he wasn’t old. It wasn’t outlandish to expect decades under his leadership. If he was wise and lucky, Byrn a Sal might be prince for as long as Alys lived.

The horse he rode was pale and magnificent. Its mane and tail were plaited with silver and gold, and its coat shone like the surface of the river. Prince Byrn a Sal had a square face with a straight nose almost utterly unlike his dead uncle’s. Dark hair rose a little up his forehead, and his trim beard had touches of white in it. He was so open and his smile so ready that he could have passed for a much younger man. Alys felt the press of bodies against her as the crowd surged closer, pushing her forward against the palace guard; a little chaos of bodies that churned around her. Byrn a Sal sailed through it and above it.

Another man rode behind him. He seemed to be the same age, more or less, with ash-brown straight hair. Alys had no particular interest in the Hansch nobility, but there was something familiar about this one. If not in his features then in his expression and the way he carried himself.

She turned to a woman who had been thrown beside her: older and in a linen dress that marked her as a servant belonging in the wealthier parts of Riverport. “Who’s that?” she shouted over the voice of the crowd as she pointed.

“Young Karsen? He’ll be running half the city by spring, you can count on it. God smiled on that one.”

Alys stared at him, trying to see a man who God had smiled on. She couldn’t make the thought match what she saw. His eyes met hers. A shock flowed through her, and a sense of being exposed.

Karsen nodded to her as if he recognized her as well, or maybe it was only that he’d met her eyes and was being polite. The prince and his friend moved on and their retinue followed them, men and women and horses. Alys watched them go with her heart slowing. She told herself her unease was only because being noticed when they were on a pull usually meant disaster. She told herself that was all, and that there was nothing eerie about the prince’s companion.

The last to go were the redcloaks, turning to run forward to the head of the prince’s train and open the way on the next street, moving with a practiced coordination that matched the best thieves of Longhill.

“You done?” Sammish had come unnoticed and was at her elbow, considering her with mild, muddy eyes.

“I was waiting for you, yeah?” Alys said. “Where’s Orrel?”

“South,” Sammish said, and they both turned and started walking, shifting through the crowd like fish swimming through weeds. “Says we make our way toward Seepwater, end it by the theater. University types will all be drunk and happy.”

“They’ve got less money than we do.”

“I’m just saying what he said.”

“Fine, then.” She’d crossed Orrel once already today. She should probably be grateful he was still working the pull at all.

“Why didn’t you?” Sammish asked, pulling Alys back to herself.

“Why didn’t I what?”

“The necklace girl. Kara. Why’d you sour the pull?”

Alys shrugged as they walked. “There are enough of them we don’t need to take down our own.”

“She’s not us anymore, though. She’s not Longhill.”

“Longhill’s always Longhill.”

Sammish seemed to weigh the thought for a moment, then nodded. Longhill was always Longhill.

The street traffic thinned as they reached the canals of Seepwater. On other days, stevedores and customs men and mule-drawn carts would have filled the square. The singular moment in the city’s life had emptied it, closed the port, and locked the warehouses. Tomorrow, a more familiar Kithamar would come back. It might have been her tiredness that left her longing for that normalcy. It might have been a premonition.

The people celebrating here were different from the ones they’d been hunting. The brewers and bettors and pawnbrokers who made the canals home were rougher than the merchants of Riverport or the artisans of Newmarket. A handful of disreputable students slouched and pushed each other, though they were long blocks away from the city’s southern wall where the lectures were held. A young city guardsman with rosy pimples on his cheeks strutted through the crowd, surveying the people like a warehouseman considering his bales. An old man in a green vest so gaudy that Alys didn’t at first notice the streaks of filth on it played a reed organ.

And Orrel swayed to the music, smiling beatifically among a dozen or more other revelers. Alys moved through his field of vision, not greeting him, but letting him see that she was there. He lifted his hands, but there were no words in his fingers now. This close to Longhill, there would be too many people who knew to look for them. Instead, he shifted his hips and his shoulders, spinning in the little group of dancers. She watched him, waiting for him to choose. His false drunkenness seemed less false to her now.

When the signal came, she thought he was joking.

The strutting, acne-faced guard was moving down the street, smiling at girls. Many of the girls smiled back. It meant something to wear the blue cloak. It meant, among other things, that if he chose to beat someone or steal from them or worse, he wouldn’t be punished. Some girls liked that. They thought being the special one of a man like that would make them safe, and they were wrong. At best, it would mean that they were safe from people besides him.

Orrel started a swooping approach, smiling and tilting his face up toward the sun. His finger curved to hide the knife. Alys frowned and said No with her hands, but he pretended not to notice her. It was punishment for Kana and the necklace.

Alys didn’t know if the tightness in her throat was anger or fear.

For the pull to work, all three had to reach the mark in the same moment. If Alys didn’t start walking now, she’d have to rush at the end. It would call attention to her. If she refused, Orrel might turn aside, or he might not. If he trusted her to be where she was supposed to be and do what she was supposed to do, and she failed him, he’d be caught.

If he were caught, he’d be killed. The guard might take him to the magistrate first, or it might end here. He was forcing her to choose between letting him die or doing what he said.

She stepped forward. The guard paused at a little stand where a boy was selling honey cakes at two for a bronze coin. Orrel shifted his trajectory through the crowd, and Alys matched him. Sammish, her eyes wide and her lips thin, knelt in a doorway and pretended to dig a pebble out of her boot. Alys tried to take comfort that she wasn’t the only one who thought this was a mistake.

Close up, the guard seemed young. His beard was thin fuzz, and his skin had the oily look of an adolescence not quite outgrown. Orrel strode casually toward the man’s back. Alys had three steps before she reached him. Two. With another man, she might have brushed a hand against his crotch. A gentle squeeze of his sex to confuse and capture his attention. Instead, she yipped and stumbled forward like she’d tripped on her own toe. The guard almost didn’t react quickly enough to catch her, and she had to really take his arm to keep herself from falling. She felt Orrel’s tap only because she knew to expect it. For all his faults, Orrel’s fingers were light.

“Sorry,” she said to the guardsman as they stood back up together. “I’m sorry.”

“Be more careful,” he said, and Orrel was already past. Sammish’s grey-brown back disappeared down the street. Alys nodded and made some stupid attempt at a curtsey the way she thought a guard-smitten girl might before she turned and walked away. She hoped the warmth in her cheeks would seem like a blush. The guard snickered as she went. She put her head down and headed east, into the crowd.

The thing to avoid was looking back.

She looked back.

The guardsman was still standing by the boy with the honey cakes, but his haughtiness had vanished. His tunic hung loose under the cloak because the belt that had held it was gone. His eyes were wide with alarm, his arms out from his sides as if amazed by some miracle. His lips quivered, and his chest worked like a bellows as he gasped.

Suddenly vulnerable, he reminded Alys of a child discovering that a beloved toy was broken. She wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d sobbed. She felt neither triumph nor regret, but he held her attention. If she’d seen him bathing, he wouldn’t have been as naked as he was at that moment. She would have understood him less.

He turned half around as if his belt might be behind him and teasing him like a puppy. He lifted his anguished gaze to the crowd.

When his eyes found hers, she knew she’d made a mistake. His jaw slid forward, and his lips pulled back. By habit, he reached for the whistle at his belt. She turned, walking away more quickly, telling herself he might doubt himself. Then, fast-hearted, she broke into a trot.

“Grab her! In the name of the prince, someone stop that bitch!”

All around her, people shifted in alarm and uncertainty. It would be seconds before they understood who he meant. The shape of her life rested on the edge of the moment.

The slap of boots against paving stones came from behind her. She muttered Fuck, scooped up her skirt, and with the guard close at her back, sprinted for Longhill.

Of the twelve districts of Kithamar, Longhill was the oldest. And the newest.

An Inlisc camp had been on that same ground when the Inlisc had been nomads and herders. The camp called Longhill had been built of wood then, and it was now.

The long-vanished buildings had been placed to shelter each other from the vicious winds of spring, and that same logic held as the camp became a village and the village became a war post: narrow, undulating streets that broke the fury of the weather kept the air calm even when storms raged overhead.

After the conquering Hansch crossed the river, burning the Inlisc homes to the ground and founding the city called Kithamar, Longhill was rebuilt from the same kinds of trees and in the same style. All that changed was its meaning.

As the long centuries passed, Longhill slept, but its sleep wasn’t easy. It could never forget that it had once been free and unbound, and that it wasn’t anymore. And it changed. Buildings decayed and rotted and were replaced, and the district grew into something both the same and new.

The little red temple to the old Inlisc gods, infested with dry rot and centipedes, was set afire and a road made over the ash pit. The wide square where Inlisc grandmothers had bought and sold worked leather and hand-woven cloth calcified as market stalls added roofs and posts and walls. Eventually, there wasn’t even a free street to pass through.

The quarter remade itself. Street maps drawn just a generation before were worse than useless. There were stories that old Inlisc priests still held the ancient rites somewhere deep in the shadows and narrow streets, but no one seemed quite sure what those rites were. Round Inlisc faces and curled Inlisc hair were normal here. The food that old men sold door-to-door from greasy sacks used more hot peppers and pickled fish than they ate near the Temple or in Stonemarket. The hard, percussive accent of the people who lived in Longhill was a remnant of the language that they had once shared and now shared in forgetting. A city within the city, Longhill clung to its pride like a man with only one good shirt.

At its western edge, Alys’s brother Darro sat on the third floor of a building that had been cut into shelter for fifty people or more. The shuttered room had a pair of benches, a waxed cloth with clean-picked chicken bones from his breakfast, and a blackwood table. The pale woman sat across from him. Her voice was usually half-dream, but today she was agitated. Shaken, even. He’d never seen her care about anything, and it was eerie.

“We have to get the knife. That’s what I need from you. It will be fine, if we can get the knife back.” She was trying to convince herself.

Everyone wanted that knife, it seemed. Magic and politics and the gods alone knew what else was involved, but what mattered to Darro was the money. And the sense, deep in his bones, that if he played this right, he’d be able to buy himself any life he chose. He tried to act like he was only what she thought he was.

“I have someplace to look. If it can be had for you, I’ll have it,” Darro said, and the woman nodded, trying to believe him. A finch tapped at the shutters, its yellow feathers nothing more than a bright shadow, and sped away. “I have your back.”

She managed a smile.

“You do, don’t you, little wolf,” she said as she took a worn leather wallet from her belt and slid it across the table. Darro opened it with an affected calm. Ten pieces of untarnished silver glimmered as he counted them out. It was enough to let him pay Kennat Water for the use of the room and keep himself fed besides through the first frost if he was careful with it. “When can you have it?”

“Soon,” Darro said, which was true. “Days, not weeks.”

“Someone else is looking for it. Not a friend.”

Darro tried to look as if he didn’t already know that. “Someone else?”

“A woman from the Bronze Coast,” she began, and a shriek came from the street. Someone was screaming Darro’s name. There were other words in the cry, but the only one Darro could make out was sister.

He moved by instinct built from long years of worry. The shutters opened, and the light came in. Below him in the street, Young Caval was waving up to him. The woman’s coronationday costume of greasy yellow and watery blue was made forlorn by the distress in her expression.

“Darro! Darro! They’re coming for your sister! A guardsman! They’re in the little sac by Ibdish’s. He’s going to kill her!”

The stairway from his room to the street was dark as a chimney. The summer heat drew up it like he was running down into an invisible fire. Darro didn’t remember grabbing his club, but it was in his hand: hard oak with the knobbed end dipped in lead. He reached the street and sprinted along the narrow roads. Speed-blurred faces turned to watch him with mild interest, as if he were part of the day’s show. He knew each of them by name and expected no help. If the positions were reversed, he would have been leaning out the window, curious to see whether the drama below played out as comedy or something tragic. He ignored them and ran.

At the turn toward Ibdish’s house, Darro’s heel slid on a turd some man or dog had left on the cobbles, and he almost fell. Voices raised in threat and anger echoed down the closed street. One of the voices was Alys’s.

The street widened a little where it ended, making a circle hardly wider than a stage with wooden buildings four stories high crowding in around it. There wasn’t so much as an alleyway between them. The street and the doors to Ibdish’s house were the only ways in or out, and Ibdish’s wife had pulled her iron gate closed to keep Alys’s troubles outside. Alys stood on the warped wooden steps, her face dark with rage or effort, her hands in fists at her side. A doughy bluecloak had his foot on the first step and a naked sword in his hand. Men and children looked down from the windows and roofs at the impromptu fighting pit.

“What the fuck is this?” Darro shouted, trying to pull the swordsman’s focus away from his sister. “You step back from her!”

The guard turned. Three long, bloody scratches on his neck said that Alys had fought back already. Even as the man stepped forward, Darro’s awareness spread past him, waiting for the sounds of feet or hooves. One man might be stopped. A full patrol couldn’t.

“This isn’t your concern,” the guardsman said, but there was something off about the cut of his tunic. It was loose and blousy. “I am Tannen Gehart of the city fucking guard. I’m taking this cunt for thieving or I’m cutting her throat right here, and I don’t much care which. I’ll put you in too if you don’t shut your fish-lipped mouth!”

The guard’s belt was gone. That was why he looked wrong. Darro stepped forward on the angle, watching how his enemy’s blade shifted. “You’re a guardsman, where’s your whistle?”

“Not your fucking problem.”

Darro shifted the angle of his approach. “You’re a guardsman, where’s your badge of office?”

“This one stole it,” the guard said, gesturing back with his off hand. Darro didn’t shift to look at Alys. He didn’t want her in the boy’s mind. It would take two fast steps to get close enough to strike and be struck. A blade was the better weapon, but Alys was at the guard’s back. As if he’d heard Darro’s thoughts, the guard brought his sword to the ready.

“All I see,” Darro said, “is a fat boy in a cheap costume assaulting a girl half his size. Doesn’t seem right, does it?”

The guard licked his lips. His gaze flickered. Darro expected him to turn or back away, but he’d judged the man poorly. The rush came with no more warning than a shift at the man’s ankle. The sword curved in a tight arc toward Darro’s neck, the guard’s full weight behind it, and Darro pulled his club up to block before he knew he’d done it. The metal cut a bright notch into the wood.

The guard pushed past him, then turned. Alys and the steps up to Ibdish’s gate were behind Darro now, and the guard stood between him and the free streets. It might seem like the attack had failed, but Darro knew he’d been outmaneuvered.

The guard knew it too.

“I don’t give half a fuck about you, friend,” the guard said, spit blowing from his lips. “But that bitch is—”

Whatever words he’d meant to say were interrupted by a wet splat. A stain as brown as mud drew itself down the guard’s side, and he reared back from the stink. Someone had emptied a night pot into the street. Someone with good aim.

“Who did that?” the guard shouted up at the windows. A single tittering laugh set off a cascade of others. Darro kept his club ready. His knuckles were bleeding and raw. He didn’t know how that had happened. The man shouted again, “Who insults the city guard?”

A long, amber arc of liquid came from a high window, splashing down near the guard without hitting him. Another followed from a different angle.

After that, the street became the wrong side of a turd pit. Alys and Darro pulled back against the iron bars at the top of the stairs while faceless Longhill showed the lone guard what it thought of him and the men he served. Driven back, the guard looked at Darro one last time, then turned and strode away before the impulse to rain filth on him could spread past the cul-de-sac. The stench was terrible, but Darro couldn’t help laughing as he gagged. As Ibdish’s rolling howl began behind them, crying out to know which of the half-dead bastards was going to wash his street, Darro turned to his only living sister.

“What was that about?” he asked.

She paused as if searching for words, then started bawling.

He daubed stinging ointment on his knuckles and leaned out his window, watching for trouble that hadn’t come. Not yet. In the back of his mind, he was planning out how they’d escape if the city guard came around the corner with blades and flame. But maybe they wouldn’t.

“I can’t believe I cried,” Alys said. She was sitting at the blackwood table, batting at the wallet the pale woman had left like a cat playing with a dead insect. “Right out where everyone was watching.”

“Nothing to be ashamed of,” Darro said. “You could have bled out on the stones. Would have, if someone hadn’t thought of something funnier. Anyone would be shaken.”

“I was fine once you came. You’d have beaten him.”

“Maybe.”

“You would have,” Alys said. She’d been like this from the day she was born. Ready to assert that the world was the way she wished it could be, and then insist she was right until the gods relented. It frightened Darro to his bones, because she hadn’t grown out of it. The day she did would be painful.

“At the very least, will you stop working with Orrel?” he asked.

“He’s a good cutter.”

“He’s a skilled cutter. A good one wouldn’t have gone cocky and put his flea across the city guard.”

“It was my mistake. I’ll carry it.”

“Then you’re smarter than he is already. Tell me you’re not rubbing on him.”

Her flash of disgust was more reassuring than a denial would have been.

“Good,” Darro said. “You’re too young.”

“You don’t get to say that.”

“I’m your brother.”

“You’re not me. I’m the only one that gets to say.”

“I’m the one rushing out to the street to keep you from being gutted like a trout.”

“No one made you.”

Darro closed the bowl of ointment and considered his wounds in the light of the coming sunset. The red of the sky and his angered flesh blended together. As long as the pus didn’t bring heat with it, he’d be healed and the scabs forgotten by the week’s end. He balled his hands into a fist to judge the pain, and then put it aside. “That’s true. But I’ll do the same again next time, and I’d rather not die.”

She shifted, coming to sit next to him. Her eyes were solemn. They’d been that way since she was born, but in the last year, they’d gained a depth. She’d be a grown woman soon. He hoped she’d be a wise one, but he didn’t expect it. “I’ll try harder.”

“No. Will is less than wind,” Darro said. “You can’t just decide to do the same thing as always, only better. It doesn’t mean anything. Find what you did wrong, then make a rule to keep it from happening again. Something you can do. Like this: When you’ve made a pull, you keep your eyes down and forward for fifty steps. Just that, and you won’t have to struggle to keep from looking back.”

“All right.”

“Count fifty,” Darro said.

“Fifty steps,” Alys agreed.

He wondered whether she would actually do it. If she did, it would help. It might save her life one day. But the more he said it now, the less she’d hear.

Outside his window, a thin sliver far to the north showed where the river entered the city. The water glowed gold with the falling light. Darro had meant to find food somewhere. The bakers would be selling their stale bread right now at two bronze a loaf. There would still be festival tents up all through Riverport and Green Hill. The priests at the Temple might even be doling out little sacks of wheat and rye from the granary. He had some dried meat in his safe cache, though, and there were other things that needed doing.

Alys leaned back, tracing a flock of starlings with her fingers as they whirled over the water, preparing to settle until the next day’s dawn. When she spoke, her voice was low. “It won’t be safe for me at the common house tonight.”

It was good that she knew it. “Go to Mother’s.”

“They’ll look for me there. Let me stay here. No one knows where your room is. You change it all the time.”

“I don’t change this one, and you can’t stay here.”

“Please.”

His sister, who he’d carried on his back when she was too young to walk, took his bruised hand. The heaviness in Darro’s chest could have been impatience or love or both. He took the wallet from her.

“Go to Aunt Thorn,” he said. “She’ll keep you hidden until this all goes downstream.”

Alys coughed out a laugh. “Why would she do that?”

He counted out his ten pieces of silver and put half of them in Alys’s hand. “I’m keeping the rest. I have to eat too.”

She started to ask how he’d come by so much, and he shook his head before she could. He thought he saw shame in her expression, and he wanted to smooth it away with his thumbs. He wanted her to be the laughing child she’d been when he was her age. He wanted the world to corrupt everything, only not her.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Be careful,” he said instead of farewell.

He sat alone for a time after she’d gone. The building popped and shifted as the daylight went from gold to grey. The summer heat loosened its grip on Kithamar, and a soft breeze from the north brought the smell of distant pine trees to cut the stink of horseshit and dogshit and manshit. Below him, an old woman who rode a beggar’s bowl at the river came home, muttering to herself the way she always did. Above him, the two girls who’d bought the right to sleep on the open roof for a bronze a week climbed into their places. His ceiling creaked under their weight. Voices rose from the streets. Some were laughing, some were shouting. Anything softer didn’t reach as far as his window. His hand only hurt a little.

This was all he had. All he could hope for, so long as he played by other people’s rules. The pale woman and the scarred man, the actor with the spider on his hand, the bluecloaks and the red: all any of them would see when they looked at him was a hired knife from the guts of Longhill lucky and strong enough to keep himself and his family alive. Until he caught a bad bounce or lived long enough for age to weaken him. Any path besides that, he’d have to cut for himself.

Reluctantly, he went back to his safe cache. He plucked up a stub of black, rotten-looking candle and went back to his little table. He closed the shutters against the glittering of torchlight below him and the glittering of stars above.

It took him a few strikes at the flint before a spark struck the black wick. Whatever the string was made from, it burned easily. The tiny yellow flame stretched up, then bounced down, going round as an eyeball. The stinking smoke thickened into ribbons, and the ribbons swirled, one into the other, riding draughts of something besides air. Slowly, the darkness congealed. It wasn’t the pale woman this time; this time it was the scarred man.

For a moment, they were silent. The scarred man smiled without pleasure. “You dismissed her.”

“I apologize for that. There was an emergency. Family.”

“We have other concerns than you. We have a hundred people in our compound as we speak, and each of them is more important than you are. We don’t simply come whenever you summon us.”

For a moment, Darro thought he would be turned away for the impertinence of going to Alys or for lighting the candle. That would make things interesting. He halfway hoped that it would go that way.

“I’m sorry,” Darro said, as if he wasn’t betraying anybody. “I wouldn’t bother you now, except we had open business when I was called away. She said something about a Bronze Coast woman who was also looking for this knife, yeah?”

The scarred man narrowed his eyes, and Darro waited, his heart picking up speed. He wondered if he’d already been caught out in his almost-lie.

After a moment, the scarred man said, “That’s right. And she’s dangerous.”

Aren’t we all? Darro thought, but didn’t say.

Aunt Thorn was a children’s story first. In the old version, her mother was a woman from when the Inlisc had been a rootless people following the herds, and her father was the god of mischief. There were a hundred stories about her. How Aunt Thorn stole fire from the sun. The time Aunt Thorn turned into a horsefly and killed the son of a rival tribe. How Aunt Thorn hid Baroth’s hunting dogs behind the moon. Alys had heard them all in one version or another, seen them turned into short and comic plays at the stage near the university in Seepwater, sung them herself sometimes when she’d been little.

No one knew the real name of the woman who’d taken the name for herself and her web of thugs. No one needed to. Aunt Thorn was the secret mayor of Longhill. If you were desperate, there was a door at the back of a particular alley that any Inlisc of Longhill could go to. Knock there, ask what you need, and pass money through the crack between door and stone. Sometimes a man would arrive with what you needed. Sometimes he’d bring you back your coin and tell you not to come to Aunt Thorn again. Sometimes something else would happen. Longhill could ask help from Aunt Thorn, so long as the one doing the asking was willing to risk being answered. Aunt Thorn might champion Longhill against the Hansch, but she was unpredictable. Having her attention was a throw of the dice, and anyone who crossed her ended ugly.

Once she’d explained her situation to the closed door, Alys pushed one of Darro’s silver coins under it with a twig she found in the street, then stood waiting. For a long moment, she thought nothing would happen. She was trying to think where she could go to stay safe until Aunt Thorn’s men came to find her when a deep scraping sound came, and the door swung open.

The man who waved her in was almost shorter than she was, but broad as a horse across the shoulders. A scar snaked across his neck and vanished under his collar.

“Come with me,” he said. Alys looked down the street, not sure what she was hoping to see, then followed him. The stairs were dark, the steps old stone worn smooth by use. With Longhill above them, they passed through a maze of brick halls. Twice, the small man greeted others—empty-faced men who Alys would have turned back from if she’d seen them in the streets. Here, she nodded at them. It seemed wise to be polite.

The short man came to a hall with an iron chain strung across its mouth. He took down the chain, motioned Alys through, and put it back up behind them. There were voices ahead—women’s voices in conversation. The short man scooted past Alys, opened a door she hadn’t seen, and led her into a long, low room. Half a dozen girls only a few years older than her and three women considerably older sat or lay on wooden bunks. Three candles in tin holders were the only light.

The short man put a hand on Alys’s shoulder.

“She’s a guest, not a worker,” he said. “Treat her like one of yours, but no clients.”

One of the older women nodded. The short man patted Alys like she was a friendly enough dog.

“You’ll be safe here,” he said to her. “Safer than outside, yeah? There are gods in the streets these days.”

Somewhere between her second night and her third day in the secret maze under the city, the bloodied man came. She’d lost track of sunset and sunrise, much less the more changeable aspects of the weather—rain or wind or the haze that sometimes rose from the river. The other girls and women talked and slept, coming and going on a schedule that Alys couldn’t fathom and didn’t inquire about. They didn’t call each other by name, not even the pet names that anyone would have for the people they spent time with. Alys had to think it was because she was there, and petty intimacies like that weren’t something that belonged in front of strangers. She respected the message they were giving her and kept herself to herself. No one asked about her, and she learned nothing about them until he came in.

She was on a bunk, braiding and unbraiding a length of her hair for something to do, when his voice came. It was low and masculine and raw with distress. At first, she couldn’t make out what he was saying, and she assumed that whatever was going on was Aunt Thorn’s business and none of her own. But he kept getting louder and closer. He was shouting something like Arja or Erja, and one of the other younger girls spat out an obscenity and ran out of the room. Alys sat up.

He was a stone wall of a man, broad across the shoulders and thick with muscle. His hair was black and greasy, and his shirt and trousers were dark with blood. He fumbled with the chain until it dropped and he staggered in, a wineskin in one meaty fist, and looked around. When his gaze landed on her, Alys realized she was the only other person in the room.

“Erja,” he said. “Where’s Erja?”

“I don’t know who that is.”

A look of vast annoyance narrowed his mouth just as the younger girl came back, one of the older women close behind her.

“Fuck’s sake, Gosling,” the older woman said, and the man smiled.

“Erja!” he said. “I knew you’d be here.”

“Lie back,” the older woman—Erja, apparently—said, then gestured to the girl. Together, they stripped the man of his shirt and cut his trousers free with a small knife. Alys sat, stunned by the vision of this vast, utterly naked man, sitting on the floor and drinking like it was all perfectly normal. There was a long cut along his chest and two more deep in his left arm. Every breath seemed to push a fresh stream of blood out. His gaze never left Erja.

The younger girl brought a green lacquered box from someplace deep in the brick halls and set it by Erja’s knees.

“What were you thinking?” the older woman said as she pulled a spool of black thread and a hooked bone needle from the box. “You should have gone to the hospital. Not brought this here.”

“They’d look for me there,” the bloodied man said with a grin. “It’s bad luck going outside the city walls anyway. You know that.”

“It’s bad luck bleeding on my fucking floor,” she said, but a hint of friendliness had crept into her voice. She took out a stone bowl filled with a thick grey paste. “This is going to sting.”

“You’d never hurt me,” the man said. Still, he hissed when she rubbed it into his wounds and cried out when she took the bone needle and started sewing him closed.

“Tell me what happened,” she said. “It’ll take your mind off the pain.”

“Was getting the load from Witter, only he was holding out. Had the cart right there on the bridge and said he wouldn’t let it go unless we paid him double. Mirril was backing him too.”

Erja made a little encouraging sound in the back of her throat. Alys shifted forward on her bunk to get a better look. The gaping cut was almost half closed already, the older woman’s hands weaving thread and skin with the speed of long practice. The grey paste, whatever it was, had stopped the bleeding. The man grinned and closed his eyes. Alys had never seen a man so clearly fashioned for violence and also so utterly vulnerable. He was magnificent in a frightening way.

“So,” he said, “I told him ‘Here’s a counter-offer. I throw it in the river, everyone starts killing everyone else, and nobody gets paid for any of it.’ ”

Erja laughed, and Alys found herself smiling too. The young woman came back with a bucket of water and a clean rag. Alys hadn’t noticed her leaving.

“Oh, Gosling.”

“It’s what my mother did when my brothers started fighting over something. Take it away from all of us, yeah?”

“So Mirril and Witter did this?”

“Them? No. But we were shouting, and the bluecloaks noticed us.”

“The guard cut you?” The bloodied man nodded, and the older woman shook her head. “Maybe it’s best you didn’t go to the hospital after all.”

“I knew you’d see to me. I just need a little rest,” the bloodied man said, and squeezed the dregs out from his wineskin. The younger woman cleaned the blood off him as his gaze moved back to Alys.

“Who’s this one?” he asked with a leer.

“Guest of the house,” Erja said, and the big man scowled, disappointed. When he was clean, he stood and walked, still naked, back out into the brick tunnels. The younger woman put the iron chain up behind him after he left. When Alys looked up, the older woman locked eyes with her.

“You didn’t see any of that, now, did you?”

“Nothing,” Alys said.

Erja closed her lacquered box with a snap. “Good choice.”

The broken woman came to the river at night.

She walked unsteadily through the thin young trees, pulling herself forward with every step. The pain in her shoulder and side had gone from sharp to a deep ache as the injured muscles tightened and set. Her wounds hurt less than the betrayal. The betrayal hurt less than the guttering of her hopes. She fought to breathe, and knew that she was losing the fight.

Above her, beyond the trees, the vast wall of a hillside they called Oldgate glimmered. At its top, her enemy’s house. If she died here, the beast might never know that her bones rested at its feet. How odd to be so vast that your victories went unnoticed.

She chanted as she went, the rhythm of the words complicated by her hitching breath and the rushing of the river. They echoed in her mind, the syllables growing deeper, calling forth a space that was not space. The spiritual flesh of the city was not as thin as it had been on the night after Ausai died, but it wasn’t as thick as when he had lived. That was a sign in itself, and she tried to take comfort in it.

Moonlight flickered from between a hundred thousand late summer leaves. Her feet sank into the thin, spongy litter of old rot. The day’s heat was gone, and the cold that seemed to run through Kithamar’s veins caressed her. She swallowed to loosen her throat and returned to her chanting and her walk.

She didn’t hear him approach. He was simply there, looking like an old man with wiry hair sitting on a wide, wild stone. She nodded her respect, and thought she saw amusement in his eyes.

“Looks like you’re having a shitty day,” the old man said. “What happened to you?”

“I seek shelter,” she gasped. The words hurt deep in her chest.

The old man tilted his head like a dog hearing a distant whistle. “Your accent’s... Endil? Or, nah. Bronze Coast.”

“I am priest of the six, and sworn of the spirit house.”

“Long way from home, you.”

“I know what you are, lord. Will you grant me this?”

The old man spread his hands, palms open. There were calluses on his fingers, and his nails were thick and poorly trimmed. “I’m just some asshole out enjoying the moonlight. Same as you.”

“We have the same enemies. Will you grant me this?”

He sobered and went silent. She waited until she was sure he was not going to speak, and then she waited longer. She had no place else she could go.

At last, he shook his head. “No. This city is on fire, except nobody sees it. Risks are too high. There’s no good reason for me to put my head out of my shell now, and a hundred good reasons not to.”

“Help me, bury me, or watch me rot; I don’t have the strength to leave here.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t, do you?”

“Will you grant me this?”

It was the third time. The one that commanded an answer. The thing that looked like an old man chuckled, and then sighed. “Fine. Come with me. We’ll see what we can do.”

He turned and began to walk. When she tried to follow, her legs failed and she sank to the earth. The forest floor smelled of rot and new growth. It ticked with the movement of insects. Discovering that her eyes had closed, she tried to open them. Then tried again.

Strong arms reached under her knees and across her shoulders. When the thing that looked like an old man lifted her, pain shrieked across her body, but as it walked—its rolling gait like the shifting of a horse or a boat on choppy water—she leaned her head against its shoulder and the discomfort faded to something bearable.

“My thanks, Lord—”

“Yeah, don’t use that name here,” he said. “Call me Goro.”

Eight long days after the coronation of Byrn a Sal, Grey Linnet woke before dawn. She had been Harld’s Linnet when her husband had been alive, and Little Linnet and Red Linnet and Linnet Maganschild before that. Longhill had seen every incarnation of her from girl to woman to elder of the street.

When she rose from her small cot, she shooed out the rats with no great violence. She’d known rats her whole life. They held no terror for her. She ate a little of yesterday’s bread, took her sack over her shoulder, and started her morning rounds gathering up the children: Dark Aman whose mother was Danna, Averith’s girl; Big Salla and Little Salla, who lived across the street from each other and liked to hold hands when they walked; Elbrith Thin-as-a-Reed with his shock of white hair like an old man’s though he was only seven. Some days, Grey Linnet got better than a dozen of Longhill’s young. Other times, she might only find three or four.

She took them to the little wilderness in the center of Kithamar where the living river put down sand and soil carved away from under the docks and port. The river had too many moods for making a home on the Silt to be anything but foolish, but things washed up there that had value. Even if the hunt brought her nothing, their parents would give her a bronze now and then for keeping the little ones out from underfoot.

In the rose-and-grey before dawn, Linnet passed by Aunt Thorn’s door and saw Linly’s girl Alys coming out. It didn’t seem so long since the girl had been one of her little ones. Now, here she was with a face and body more like a woman than a girl. Linnet cooed the way she did with the children, clapped her hands together, and felt her own death a little closer than before.

“Look at you! My little Alys Woodmouse, all changed. You look so lovely, child. So lovely.”

“You haven’t changed at all,” Alys said, and suffered Linnet to take her arm and pull her a little way along the street.

“Working for Aunt Thorn now? I would never have guessed it.”

“I’m not,” Alys said. “I had some trouble. I’ve been buying safety.”

Linnet nodded, tugging the girl along. “Good, and good. Pay them like Aunt Thorn what they’re owed, but never give them power over you. I’ve seen so many go that way, you know. So many. You were always a good, honest child.”

“I should let you go,” Alys said. She didn’t quite keep the pity out of her voice, but she kissed Grey Linnet’s cheek before she turned and walked away. She hadn’t had to do that. Linnet watched her go, thinking about who she’d been when her hips had moved like Alys’s.

It proved a good day. She had a half dozen pairs of small, willing hands and sharp, childish eyes to add to her own before the sun rose up as high as the Temple’s crown. They went through Seepwater with the morning sun on their backs, skipping together and singing the song about the little dog that bit off her own tail.

Linnet’s eyes weren’t what they had been, and her feet and hands ached at the end of the day. If the children ever stopped coming with her, she’d starve, so she danced and capered and kept them happy, no matter how she felt. There were worse ways for a woman her age to live.

At the trade bridge between Seepwater and the Smoke—yellow brick and black mortar—a pole stood with bits of cloth nailed to it: a little blue dress, a little yellow blouse, and a soft white cap that might have fit a child of five or six years. They’d been taken from a drowned body and put here for the parents to identify.

Elbrith Thin-as-a-Reed tugged her sleeve. “What are you thinking, Grandmother?”

I am thinking that children are like elm seeds on the river: some manage to set roots, but most rot in the flow.

“I am wondering what treasures the good river brought us today,” she said, then rubbed her hands together. “And I am just gid-gid-giddy as a pony to find out!”

The children shrieked and ran across the wide bridge. Grey Linnet laughed because she always
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